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Summary 

Federal criminal civil rights laws impose criminal penalties for deprivation of certain federal 
rights, privileges, or immunities. These laws prohibit hate crimes based on race, color, religion, or 
national origin; the burning of places of worship; violence against health care providers; and the 
transport of persons (particularly women and children) for the purpose of enslavement or forced 
labor. Some of these laws require a discriminatory motivation while others, such as human 
trafficking, do not. Some cover offenders acting “under color of any law.” 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation investigates alleged violations. Punishments can range from 
a fine to lifetime imprisonment; in some cases the death penalty may be imposed, depending upon 
the circumstances and the resulting injury, if any. 

This report provides a brief summary of selected federal criminal civil right statutes: 

• Conspiracy Against Rights — 18 U.S.C. §241 

• Deprivation of Rights Under Color of Law — 18 U.S.C. §242 

• Federally Protected Activities — 18 U.S.C. §245 

• Damage to Religious Property — 18 U.S.C. §247 

• Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances — 18 U.S.C. §248 

• Hate Crime Acts— 18 U.S.C. §249 

• Criminal Interference With Right to Fair Housing — 42 U.S.C. §363 1 
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Introduction 

Federal criminal civil rights laws impose criminal penalties for the deprivation of certain federal 
rights, privileges, or immunities. Most of these laws prohibit violent and intimidating acts 
motivated by animus based on race, ethnicity, national origin, religious beliefs, gender, sexual 
orientation, or disability. While some of these laws require a discriminatory motivation, others — 
such as those regarding human trafficking, 1 conspiracy against rights, 2 and deprivation of rights 
under “color of law 3 — do not. 

Although the FBI has authority to investigate criminal civil rights violations, the Attorney 
General, acting through the various U.S. Attorneys’ offices and with the assistance of the Justice 
Department’s Civil Rights Division, has the discretion to initiate a federal prosecution. Such a 
decision is dependent upon several factors, including resource availability and a sufficiency of 
evidence to convince a jury of guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. 



Federal Statutes 



Conspiracy Against Rights — 18 U.S.C. §241 4 

1 8 U.S.C. §241 makes it unlawful for two or more persons to conspire to “injure, oppress, 
threaten, or intimidate any persons of any state, territory or district in the free exercise or 
enjoyment of any right or privilege secured to him/her by the Constitution or the laws of the 
United States (or because of his/her having exercised the same).” 

Punishment for violations includes a fine and/or imprisonment for a maximum of 10 years. The 
law provides greater punishment to violators if their acts result in death (or an attempt to kill) or 
include kidnapping (or an attempt to kidnap) or aggravated sexual abuse (or an attempt to commit 
aggravated sexual abuse). Under such heightened circumstances, offenders may face life 
imprisonment or the death penalty. 



Deprivation of Rights Under Color of Law— 18 U.S.C. §242 

Federal civil rights prosecutions against state actors (e.g., law enforcement) 5 are usually 
conducted pursuant to 18 U.S.C §242, which makes it a crime for “any person acting under color 



1 18 U.S.C. §§ 1581, 1584, 1589, 1590, 1591, and 1592. 

2 18 U.S.C. §241. 

3 18 U.S.C. §242. 

4 United States v. Guest, 383 U.S. 745 (finding that the statute encompasses the 14 th amendment’s due process and 
equal protection clauses and is not unconstitutionally vague). 

5 “State actors’’ may also include prison guards, judges, and others who are acting as public officials. See, United States 
v. Classic, 313 U.S. 299 (1941)(fmding that the actions of election commissioners who conducted a primary election 
and willfully altered and falsely counted and certified ballots were acts under color of state law depriving the voter of 
constitutional rights); (finding that state judge may be found criminally liable for civil rights violations). A private actor 
may also act “under color of law” under certain circumstances. See, United States v. Price, 383 U.S. 787 (1966); 

Dennis v. Sparks, 449 U.S. 24 (1980). 
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